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Abstract 
A number of studies have called for more ‘longitudinal’ research of feedback on writing. 
However, few offer concrete definitions of the term and in practice it seems to be used 
inconsistently. The purpose of this meta-investigation was to explore how the terms 
‘longitudinal’ and ‘long-term’ are used within the literature on feedback on writing in order to 
determine what the terms mean in this context. Understanding the ways in which the terms 
are used will increase clarity in terms of the extent of longitudinal research in the area of 
feedback on writing and the extent to which further longitudinal research is still needed. 
Having a clearer understanding of the ways in which the terms are used will help 
researchers to design research to fill the reported gap. Analysis illustrated discrepancies in 
the use of the words: a wide range in the length of time, vast difference in the amount of 
feedback and the number of times feedback was given. It may be prudent for researchers to 
not only describe their research design using labels, but to also justify the basis on which 
each label applies to the research. 
Keywords: Longitudinal; long-term; feedback on writing; research methodology; research 
design 
Introduction 
Researchers are requested to describe their research design in great detail when publishing 
empirical studies in journals in the field of applied linguistics. One aspect of this description 
is the timeframe over which the study was conducted. Many textbooks on the subject of 
research design juxtapose short-term ‘cross-sectional’ research to long-term ‘longitudinal’ 
research (e.g. Dörnyei, 2007; Phakiti, 2014). Cross-sectional research represents a 
snapshot of the situation by comparing groups of students (for example, at different 
proficiency levels) at a single point in time, whereas longitudinal research represents “an 
ongoing investigation of people or phenomena over time” (Dörnyei, 2007, p. 78). A great 
number of studies have called for more longitudinal research in the field of applied linguistics 
in general, not least in the study of feedback on writing (e.g. F. Hyland, 2010; Van 
Beuningen, 2010; Storch, 2010). Second Language Acquisition (SLA) theory suggests that 
interlanguage development happens gradually over a long period of time (e.g. Gass, 2003).  
Therefore, measurable improvement after a single feedback treatment seems unlikely.  




Whereas, longitudinal data can provide greater evidence for an effect on writing, rather than 
relying on a single iteration of feedback (Wildemuth, 2016). However, few research methods 
materials offer concrete definitions of the term and in practice it seems to be used 
inconsistently to describe many different kinds of research designs. 
 
The purpose of the present study was to investigate the ways in which the terms 
‘longitudinal’ and ‘long-term’ are used within the literature on feedback on writing in order to 
determine what the terms mean in this context. Understanding the ways in which the terms 
are used will provide increased clarity in terms of the extent of longitudinal research in the 
area of feedback on writing and the extent to which further longitudinal research is still 
needed. Having a clearer understanding of the ways in which the terms are used will help 
researchers to design research to fill the reported gap. The research question for the study 
was: What kinds of research designs are described by the use of the terms ‘longitudinal’ and 
‘long-term’ in the area of feedback on writing? 
 
Defining Longitudinal Research 
The fundamental concept used in definitions of the word ‘longitudinal’ is the collection of the 
same types of data, from the same learners over a period of time. However, a period of time 
is often not defined in concrete terms in research methodology literature and may vary 
depending on what type of data is being collected and the purpose of the analysis (Menard, 
2002, p. 2). For research in the field of applied linguistics, most writers tend to agree that the 
minimal period of time which can be described as longitudinal is a few months (Guenette, 
2007; Mackey & Gass, 2012; Phatiki, 2014). Although, as explained by Menard (2002), 
cross-sectional research investigates “few periods, regardless of the actual length of a single 
period” while longitudinal research investigates many periods (p. 50). 
 
Longitudinal research involves the collection of the same data from the same participants, or 
participants that are comparable in every way (Guenette, 2007), over multiple time periods. 
The same data must then be matched for the purposes of analysis (Phatiki, 2014). The data 
are compared to measure change in a particular variable/s, such as interlanguage 
development or change in the relationship between two or more variables (Menard, 2002). In 
addition to the traditional ‘panel study,’ a cross-sectional design can be conducted 
repeatedly in order to discover trends, and longitudinal research can also be conducted 
retrospectively by collecting data at a single period of time and drawing on participants’ 
memory of past events (Dörnyei, 2007). 
 




Not all writers, even within the field of applied linguistics, agree on the boundaries of what 
constitutes longitudinal research. Dörnyei (2007) claims that “both ethnography and case 
study research emphasize prolonged engagement with the participants…, making them 
inherently longitudinal” (p. 81), while Phatiki (2014) states that “it is necessary to distinguish 
longitudinal research from prolonged research and extensive data triangulation techniques 
over time – the typical research characteristics of case studies and ethnographies” (p. 10).  If 
even research design experts cannot agree on what constitutes longitudinal research, how 
are researchers to determine whether their research should be considered to be longitudinal 
or not? 
 
Advantages of Longitudinal Research 
A large amount of longitudinal research has been conducted across a wide range of 
academic fields. Despite this method being a relatively common approach to answering 
research questions and testing hypotheses, little criticism has ever been levelled at 
longitudinal research design per se (Menard, 2002, p. 1).  
 
Collecting the same data from the same individuals at different points in time enables us to 
not only quantitatively measure changes, but also to qualitatively describe the trajectory of 
such changes. Duff (2006) argues that longitudinal studies can reveal various developmental 
pathways taken by different learners. Some scholars even suggest that longitudinal studies 
“provide the strongest evidence in support of developmental patterns” (Ellis, 2003, p. 75), as 
well as patterns of error production that continue over a longer time period (p. 55). 
Therefore, longitudinal research is useful for investigating changes in language learning or 
behaviour (Phatiki, 2014) as well as being the ideal method to track changes in a learner’s 
interlanguage (Mackey & Gass, 2012) development over time.  
 
Clearly, development is of utmost importance within the field of education in general and the 
possibility of measuring language development makes longitudinal research one of the most 
promising research directions for researchers in the field of applied linguistics (Abbuhl & 
Mackey, 2008).  Especially, studies which are designed to measure the effects of 
pedagogical practices are unlikely to find substantive development using a one-shot 
research design. 
 
Lack of Longitudinal Studies of Feedback on Writing 
Despite the stated benefits of longitudinal research, in the field of second language 
acquisition, Ellis (2003) points out that there are a limited number of longitudinal studies 




covering a variety of areas of study within SLA, such as error production (e.g., Chamot, 
1978, 1979), language development (e.g., Schmidt, 1983), morphemes (e.g., Dulay & Burt, 
1974; Hakuta, 1974; Rosansky, 1976), the setting where language learning takes place 
(e.g., Klein & Dittmar, 1979; Meisel, 1983; Schmidt, 1983; Schumann, 1978), and even the 
sex of the participants (e.g., Burstall, 1975). Ellis’ findings are that the majority of studies are 
cross-sectional, with a single point of data collection. More specifically, many writers on the 
subject have commented on a distinct lack of longitudinal research on issues relating to 
feedback on writing. Liu and Hansen (2002) mentioned a lack of research on the long-term 
benefits of peer feedback, while others (Ferris, 2003; 2010; Guenette, 2007; Hyland & 
Hyland, 2006; F. Hyland, 2010) have noted a lack of longitudinal research on issues related 
to feedback on writing more generally. Furthermore, Dörnyei (2007) laments the lack of 
longitudinal studies in research conducted in the field of applied linguistics as a whole and 
“…present[s] a strong case for the need to experiment more with longitudinal designs in 
investigations” (p. 78). 
 
Guenette (2007) specifically calls for more longitudinal studies measuring “…the 
development of accuracy over time” (p. 44). On the other hand, Hyland and Hyland (2006) 
suggest “…research designed to understand the longitudinal effects of teacher comments on 
student writing, focusing on questions such as what types of feedback lead to writing 
development over time and whether revisions to drafts [lead to] improvement in later 
writing…” (p. 96). F. Hyland (2010) argues for qualitative longitudinal research conducted in 
naturalistic settings that focus on the engagement of individual learners with the feedback 
they receive over a complete course. Although a complete course could represent a wide 
range of time periods, it would most often indicate one semester or one academic year. 
 
Previous Studies Identified as Longitudinal by Others 
Several writers who lamented a lack of longitudinal research in the L2 writing field also 
identified studies which they considered to be longitudinal in nature, despite the fact that the 
articles reporting the studies in some cases had not identified them as longitudinal. Kepner 
(1991) uses the word ‘longitudinal’ to describe her study and her study is also identified as 
longitudinal by Ferris (2003). Guenette (2007) mentions six studies that have “…traced the 
development of accuracy over time” (p. 44; cf. Chandler, 2003; Fazio, 2001; Kepner, 1991; 
Polio, Fleck, & Leder, 1998; Semke, 1984; Sheppard, 1992). Of these, two describe their 
studies as ‘long-term’ (Chandler, 2003) or ‘longitudinal’ (Kepner, 1991), while the remaining 
four studies do not self-identify as such. Similarly, Bitchener, and Ferris (2012) point out six 
studies “of long-term effects of feedback” (p. 88; cf. Chandler, 2003; Ferris, 1995; 2006; 




Ferris, Liu, Sinha, & Senna, 2013; Foin & Lange, 2007; Haswell, 1983), one of which 
describes itself as ‘longitudinal’ (Ferris, Liu, Sinha, & Senna, 2010), one of which self-
identifies as ‘long-term’ (Chandler, 2003), and one of which uses both terms to describe its 
methodology (Ferris, 2006), while the remaining three articles use neither ‘longitudinal’ nor 
‘long-term’ to describe the research conducted (Haswell, 1983; Ferris, 1995; Foin & Lange, 
2007). 
 
As seen above, there are some inconsistencies and certain ambiguities in the definition of 
longitudinal research in the research methodology literature. The specific focus of feedback 
on writing was chosen for the investigation because, as noted in this section, there has been 
reported to be a distinct lack of longitudinal or long-term research in this particular area of 
second language education. It was also decided that choosing a narrow area within the 
larger field of language learning would afford the researchers the ability to provide a clearer 
analysis. There are insufficient longitudinal or long-term research studies on feedback on 
writing employing quantitative research methods.  Therefore, a quantitative meta-analysis 
was not possible.  Consequently, this study employs qualitative meta-investigation to 
understand the ways in which longitudinal and long-term research are operationalized within 
the specific area of feedback on writing, in order to make the meaning of the words more 
tangible. It is hoped that this study will raise awareness of the lack of longitudinal studies 
within this area of applied linguistics and contribute to a clearer understanding of the kinds of 
research that would fill this gap. 
 
Materials and Methods 
Literature Search 
In order to locate all of the relevant studies related to the research question, the researchers 
conducted a preliminary search of online databases (JSTOR, ERIC, and Proquest), as well 
as the researchers’ own personal collections of books and journal articles and secondary 
sources which were referred to in other sources, using combinations of the following search 
terms: ‘longitudinal’ and ‘long-term,’ coupled with the terms ‘writing’ and ‘feedback.’ The 
initial results generated 52 studies for consideration, which were later filtered based on the 
criteria for inclusion described in the following section. 
 
Criteria for Inclusion 
The first criterion for inclusion in the present study was that each source had to either 
explicitly use one of the terms ‘longitudinal’ or ‘long-term’ in the description of its procedures 
or methods, or had to be identified by a secondary source as a longitudinal or long-term 




study. For example, in their book on Written Corrective Feedback (WCF), Bitchener and 
Ferris (2012) identify six previous studies measuring long-term effects of WCF.   
 
Additionally, each study had to have as its focus an examination of the impact that feedback 
of any description has on writing in the context of a language or composition classroom. The 
researchers thoroughly read each of the 52 studies to determine whether they met these 
criteria. Once the search was complete, the researchers met to discuss any discrepancies in 
their findings and make the final decision about which studies to include and exclude based 
on the criteria. In 28 of the 52 cases, the studies did not meet all of the criteria and were 
excluded from the analysis. Because only 24 studies were found that met the study criteria, it 
was decided not to narrow the data further based on the context of the research reported.  
Thus, studies conducted at all educational levels and in all languages were included in the 
analysis.  The final sample included 18 studies focusing on writing in English, and 6 focusing 
on other languages.  It included 19 studies carried out in university contexts, and 5 either 
carried out in other contexts, or that failed to report this information. 
 
Coding and Analysis 
In order to answer the research question, the 24 remaining studies were coded 
independently by each of the two researchers using the study characteristics described in 
the next paragraph. When the independent coding was complete, the researchers met to 
compare notes and look for discrepancies in their coding. Once the discrepancies were 
addressed, the coding process was complete. 
 
The following characteristics were identified as key factors to analyse how researchers view 
the concept of longitudinal research design: which term was used to describe the study (i.e., 
longitudinal or long-term), the description of their term choice (e.g., 16-week semester, 10 
months), the actual length of time of the study from start to finish, the period of time that 
feedback was given, the number of feedback iterations given, the amount of feedback, the 
methodological orientation of the study (i.e., quantitative or qualitative), and whether the 
feedback was provided orally, in written form, or both. At this stage, one further study 
(Matsumura, Patthey-Chaves, Valdes, & Garnier, 2002) was excluded from the analysis, 
although it met the initial criteria for inclusion, because of a lack of details reported in the 
article about the research methods used. Indeed, the article only included information about 
four of the eight characteristics investigated. 
 




Upon completion of the coding, the researchers approached the data through the lens of 
content analysis (CA). This study adopted Neuendorf’s (2011) definition of CA as a 
‘systematic, objective, quantitative analysis of message characteristics’ (p. 1). Krippendorff 
(2013) adds that CA is one of the most significant methods for analysing data in the social 
sciences, because such analysis affords the researcher the ability to view text from a unique 
perspective that other methods do not offer (p. xii). He explains that CA: 1) is ‘an empirically 
grounded method’ (p. 1) that methodologically studies textual data, how individuals interpret 
that data, as well as the impact that such data has on society; 2) ‘transcends traditional 
notions of symbols, contents and intents’ (p. 2) where texts are more than mere words, but 
that they contain deeper meanings and the words are simply a vehicle through which these 
meanings are transferred from one individual to another; and 3) gives researchers the 
means by which to critically examine data, no matter the outcome, through a unique analysis 
(pp. 1-5). 
 
In the context of this study, CA afforded the researchers the ability to examine not only the 
surface-level choice that researchers made in describing their research design, but the 
implications of that choice. In particular, the researchers were interested in understanding 
the underlying message that is conveyed when studies are described as longitudinal or long 
term. In an effort to comprehend these messages, the researchers reviewed the coded data 
following the approach of constantly comparing data throughout the analysis process 
(Glaser, 1992; Glaser & Strauss, 1967). This comparison provided the researchers with the 
opportunity to look for themes to emerge from commonalities in the data. The initial themes 
that surfaced were: term used, explanation/definition of the term, length of the research from 
beginning to end, feedback period, number of feedback iterations, amount of feedback 
given, research orientation and mode of feedback. As analysis continued, themes were 
collapsed, divided or otherwise revised until the data analysis no longer required changes. 
This method resulted in the following final themes: Term used and description of the term, 
length of research from beginning to end, period of time and frequency of feedback, amount 
of feedback, research orientation (quantitative or qualitative) and form of feedback (oral, 
written, or a combination). 
 
Results 
Table 1 shows all of the studies included in the meta-investigation and identifies the ways in 
which they were classified for the purposes of this research. The studies that did not self- 
identify as ‘longitudinal’ or ‘long-term’, but which were identified as longitudinal or long-term 
studies in other books or journal articles, have no information included in the second and 




third columns. The word ‘interview’ is used to explain a conference about writing held 
between a researcher and a student, whereas the word ‘conference’ is used to explain a 
discussion of writing between a teacher and student. The results are discussed in more 
detail below. 
 




Table 1. Coding of studies included in this study. 
















- 9 weeks 4 weeks 4 NR direct/indirect 
written feedback 










longitudinal 10 months 10 
months 
1 day 1 NR Mostly WCF Quantitative 




Degteva (2011) longitudinal 7 weeks 7 weeks 7 weeks 9 NR WCF Quantitative 
Fazio (2001) - - 5 months 3.5 
months 
Around 14 NR written Quantitative 








Ferris (2006) longitudinal 
(design), long-term 
(effects) 
semester 15 weeks NR 4 61.66 points 
(mean) 
WCF Quantitative 
Ferris, Liu, Sinha 
& Senna (2013) 











& Smeets, (2010) 
long-term 2 trimesters 6 months 4 months 3 NR peer & teacher 
written feedback 
Quantitative 









Hyland (1998) longitudinal 14 weeks 14 weeks 14 weeks 12 109 points 
(mean) 
peer & teacher 
written and oral 
Descriptive 
statistics 
Kepner (1991) longitudinal Semester 12 weeks NR 6 NR written Quantitative 










NR 14 weeks 7 weeks 5 NR written Qualitative 
Polio, Fleck & 
Leder (1998) 
- - 15 weeks 7 weeks 7 NR written Quantitative 
Poverjuc, Brooks 
& Wray (2012) 
longitudinal NR 1 year NR 6-9 35-87 minute 
interview 
oral interview Qualitative 
Riazantseva 
(2012) 
longitudinal semester 14 weeks NR weekly NR written Quantitative 
Robb, Ross & 
Shortreed (1986) 
- - 9 months NR NR NR written Quantitative 
Semke (1984) - - 10 weeks 9 weeks 9 NR written Quantitative 
Seror (2011) longitudinal eight-month 8 months 8 months around 16 1 hour interview oral interview Qualitative 
Sheppard (1992) - - 10 weeks 7 weeks 7 NR written Quantitative 




Simpson (2006) long-term 
(improvements) 
semester 16 weeks NR around 10 NR WCF and/or 
comments 
Qualitative 












Term Used and Description of the Term 
Out of the 24 studies included in this analysis, 17 self-identified as longitudinal or long-term 
studies.  Ten used the term ‘longitudinal’, and one of those more specifically focused on the 
‘longitudinal effects of feedback’. A further five studies used the term ‘long-term’; more 
specifically, one focused on ‘long-term improvements’, one looked at ‘long-term learning’, 
one measured ‘long-term error rate changes’, and one considered ‘long-term error’. In 
addition to this, included in this analysis was one study that used both ‘longitudinal’ and 
‘long-term,’ mentioning that the research employed a ‘longitudinal design’ and focused on 
the ‘long-term effects of feedback’. There was also one study that used the term ‘long,’ 
mentioning that the duration of the study was ‘sufficiently long to develop a deep 
understanding of the development of the relationships between teacher and students in 
context’ (Lee & Schallert, 2008, p. 516). 
 
Apart from these 17 studies which used one of the terms to refer to their own study, there 
were also seven studies which were referred to by another source as either focusing on the 
‘long-term effects’ (Haswell, 1983, as cited in Bitchener & Ferris, 2012) or ‘long-term gains’ 
(Robb, Ross, & Shortreed, 1986, as cited in Ferris, 2006), or constituting ‘longitudinal’ 
research on the topic (Fazio, 2012, as cited by Guenette, 2007; Ferris, 1997, as cited in 
Matsumura, Pathey-Chaves, Valdes, & Garnier, 1997; Polio, Fleck, & Leder, 1998, as cited 
by Guenette, 2007; Semke, 1984, as cited by Guenette, 2007; Shepphard, 1992, as cited by 
Guenette, 2007). Figure 1 illustrates the break-down of the difference in terminology. 
  
Fig. 1. Breakdown of term usage 
 
Length of the Research from Beginning to End 
Three of the 24 studies analysed were conducted over a period of less than one semester, 
despite referring to themselves as either ‘longitudinal’ or ‘long.’ The shortest study was 




conducted over a period of six weeks. One study was conducted over a period of seven 
weeks and another one was conducted over nine weeks. The majority of the studies (15 out 
of the 24 analysed) were conducted over a period of one semester, although the length of 
the semesters ranged from ten weeks to 16 weeks. 
 
Five of the studies continued for more than one semester, but less than one year. Of those, 
two studies were conducted over a 6-month period, while another three were conducted over 
eight to ten months. Finally, the longest of the 24 studies analysed was conducted over a 
period of one year. Figure 2 illustrates the break-down of length of time for the studies. 
 
Fig. 2. Break-down of length of time 
 
Period of Time and Frequency of Feedback 
In terms of the period of time over which feedback was provided to students, a large number 
of studies (8 out of 24 studies) did not provide any information. Out of the 16 studies that did 
specify the feedback period, nine provided feedback over a period of less than one 
semester. This included one which provided feedback on only one day, one which provided 
feedback over a period of four weeks, four which provided feedback over a period of seven 
weeks, one which provided feedback over a period of nine weeks, one over a period of 11 
weeks and one over a period of 12 weeks. In addition to this, there were five studies that 
involved the provision of feedback over a period of one semester, or more specifically, 
usually 14 to 16 weeks. Finally, there were two studies in which feedback was provided for a 
period of more than one semester. It was provided over a period of six months in one and a 
period of eight months in the other. See Figure 3 for a description of the length of time that 
feedback was provided. 





Fig. 3. Length of time for the provision of feedback 
 
There were four studies that did not specify how many times feedback was provided. Out of 
the 20 studies that did provide information on the number of feedback iterations, six studies 
provided feedback one to five times. Included in this number are one study which involved 
the provision of feedback only once, two studies which involved the provision of feedback 
three times, two which involved the provision of feedback four times, and one which entailed 
the provision of feedback five times. Additionally, there were ten studies that involved six to 
ten feedback iterations. Finally, the data pool included four studies in which feedback was 
provided more than ten times: one in which it was provided 12 times, two in which it was 
provided 14 times, and one in which it was provided 16 times. See Figure 4 for an illustration 
of the number times feedback was provided during each study. 
 
Fig. 4. Number of iterations 
 




Although the range is more varied in the ‘longitudinal’ studies, difference in the average 
number of iterations is negligible (an average of about 8 iterations for the ‘longitudinal’ 
studies and about 7 for the ‘long-term’ studies).  
 
Amount of Feedback 
The amount of feedback provided in each study was more difficult to compare, since each 
study described the amount of feedback in a different way. Two studies involved the 
provision of comprehensive feedback, but no examples were provided so it was difficult to 
imagine how much was actually given. Furthermore, one study involved teacher student 
interviews, with each student taking part in a one-hour interview with the teacher. Some 
studies provided descriptive statistics that quantified the amount of feedback provided, while 
two provided examples in the appendices that the researchers in this study quantified. 
Moreover, 14 of the 24 studies analysed provided no information whatsoever about the 
amount of feedback provided on each draft. 
 
Of the ten studies that did provide information, three studies provided comparatively less 
feedback in each iteration. Vyatkina (2010) provided around 7-8.5 instances of feedback per 
100 words, Ferris (1997) provided 13.87 instances of feedback on each student’s draft and 
Haswell (1983) provided on average 16.7 instances of feedback on each draft. The 
remaining seven studies provided comparatively more feedback. Seror (2011) included a 
one hour interview with each student. Two studies provided comprehensive feedback 
(Benevento & Storch, 2011; Chandler, 2003). Poverjuc, Brooks, and Wray (2012) conducted 
interviews which lasted from 35 to 87 minutes with each student. Ferris, Liu, Sinha, and 
Senna (2013) provided on average 51.5 instances of feedback on each draft, Ferris (2006) 
provided an average of 61.66 instances of feedback per draft, and Hyland (1998) provided 
over 100 instances of feedback on each draft on average (a range of 44 to 206 individual 
instances of feedback per draft). 
 
Research Orientation and Form of Feedback 
Eight of the 24 studies took a qualitative perspective. The remaining 16 studies took a 
quantitative perspective. A vast majority of the studies (19 out of the 24 analysed) involved 
providing only written feedback to the students. Two studies involved the provision of oral 
feedback alone. The remaining three studies involved a combination of oral and written 
feedback being provided to the students. 
 
  





It may be surprising to many instructors and researchers to see that, even amongst research 
that is defined as ‘longitudinal’ or ‘long-term’ only one of the 24 studies analysed lasted for a 
period of a year. Furthermore, studies which last for less than one semester would usually 
not meet F. Hyland’s (2010) suggestion of investigating feedback over an entire course, as 
most courses last for at least one semester. It is also interesting to note that no studies 
lasting less than a semester were referred to as ‘longitudinal’ or ‘long-term’ by others. On the 
other hand, four studies lasting for less than one semester were self-described as either 
‘longitudinal’ (n = 3) or ‘long-term’ (n = 1). 
 
Menard (2002), explains that cross-sectional research investigates few periods, irrespective 
of the time involved while longitudinal research investigates many periods (p. 50). The 
number of feedback iterations may go some way to providing an insight into the number of 
individual instructional or learning periods included in longitudinal research on feedback on 
writing. Of the studies analysed in this meta-investigation, five involved the provision of 
feedback between one and four times, which may be considered by most to be few. On the 
other hand, seven studies involved providing feedback ten times or more, which would not 
be considered few by most instructors and researchers of writing. The largest number of 
studies (ten of the 22 that included the information) fell somewhere in between these two 
extremes.  
 
Although there are no clear concrete definitions of the word ‘longitudinal’ in the research 
methodology literature, there are some apparent discrepancies between the rough 
description of ‘longitudinal’ research in the research methodology literature and the use of 
the word in studies of feedback on writing. Analysis of the studies included in this research 
have illustrated these discrepancies, with the wide range in the length of time from start to 
finish, from just a few weeks to more than one year. The vast difference in the amount of 
feedback provided and the number of iterations may raise questions as to the quality and 
purpose of designing longitudinal studies that examine the effects of feedback on writing.   
 
A problem that arose in the analysis of the studies included in this research was that several 
studies failed to include some of the basic information that is typically expected when 
describing the methodology of a research study. For example, in reviewing the details of 
each of the 24 studies examined, one third of them did not report the length of time during 
which feedback was given to students. Another problem was that several studies failed to 
describe the number of iterations provided to students, which is also an important 




component for understanding the effectiveness of feedback on learners’ writing. Finally, 
many of the studies (ten of the 24 examined) did not reveal how much feedback they 
provided to students, which again, is a significant factor in determining the effectiveness of 
feedback. Not only was the lack of reporting a problem, but of those that did report the 
amount of feedback, how this information was reported varied significantly from study to 
study, illustrating the lack of uniformity in describing the methods employed in studies. 
 
There are many aspects of research methodology that researchers are required to justify in 
the publication of their research results. However, a researcher is rarely required to justify 
the use of a label, such as ‘longitudinal’ or ‘long-term’. In terms of improving the quality of 
research publications in the field of applied linguistics in general, there is a continued need 
for researchers who publish their results in academic journals to go to great lengths to 
describe, explain, illustrate, and justify all aspects of their research design so that readers 
have all the information necessary to understand the implications of the results. It may also 
be prudent for editors and reviewers of journal articles in the field to ask researchers to not 
only describe their research design using the labels, but to also justify the basis on which 
each label applies to the research being reported. Over the long term, this increased detail in 
research reports will provide a rich illustration of such labels and what they really mean when 
applied to experiments and naturalistic research in our field. 
 
Conclusion 
The main purpose of this study was to understand what the terms ‘longitudinal’ and ‘long-
term’ mean in the context of studies of feedback on writing. Based on the results of this 
study, it would seem that both terms are used to describe research that is conducted over a 
period of at least one semester, as only four of the 24 studies were conducted over shorter 
periods. This corroborates F. Hyland’s (2010) suggestion that longitudinal research should 
be conducted over the period of an entire course, as most courses are one semester in 
length. The results of this study also suggest that research of feedback on writing should be 
considered longitudinal if it consists of four feedback iterations or more, as only three of the 
24 studies involved less than four feedback iterations. Furthermore, cross-sectional research 
investigates few periods, while longitudinal research investigates many periods (Menard, 
2002, p. 50). Three feedback iterations would be considered as ‘few’ by most of the studies 
included in this analysis. Therefore, this research corroborates Menard’s (2002) description. 
 
In order to improve the quality of reporting methods used in conducting research, the 
findings of this study support previous calls for increased standardisation on what is reported 




and how it is reported (DeKeyser & Schoonen, 2007; Norris, Plonsky, Ross, & Schoonen, 
2015). Not only will greater uniformity make the reporting of research more reader-friendly, 
but such consistency in reporting findings on writing feedback, as well as other areas of 
language learning, will help researchers to replicate studies with greater accuracy and to 
fully understand how various factors may influence results.  
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